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Abstract 
Papia Kristang, or Malacca Portuguese Creole, is the language used by the descendants of the Portuguese who conquered 
Malacca in 1511. However, in 1984, the creole, which is a stable natural language developed from the mixing of parent 
languages, (Portuguese, Macanese and Malay) was listed in the UNESCO Red Book of Endangered Languages as it had 
experienced language shift. To date, it is spoken by 5,000 speakers of Portuguese Settlement community in Malacca due to 
the receding use of the language in the community. Kristang families with higher socioeconomic status normally 
communicate in English as they regard Kristang as a low prestige language. The study thus focuses on Kristang’s present 
endangerment, and the community’s awareness and response to the shift. It first identifies key socio-historical factors leading 
to the linguistic fragility in these recent years. The paper will then discuss the community’s awareness and its response to its 
endangered language. Data is gathered from observations and interviews with members of the Portuguese Settlement’s speech 
community in Malacca to analyze the community’s awareness and response to the situation. It is found that there is a low 
level of urgency for language maintenance, due to lack of support and awareness from the Malaysian general population, the 
Portuguese community itself, and the government. In conclusion, it is hoped that the study would raise general awareness to 
strengthen the community’s response to Kristang’s language shift, thus preserving it and its unique culture from effacement.  
 
 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. 
Keywords: language shift; endangerment; awareness; response; minority status. 
 
                                                        
* Corresponding author. Tel.: 019-6171808 
E-mail address: neoalia789@yahoo.com 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
election and pe r-review under responsibility of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia.
RE
TR
A
TE
D
274   Marlyna Maros et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  118 ( 2014 )  273 – 281 
1.0 Introduction 
 
This paper highlights a field study of language and culture of the Portuguese community in Malacca 
Portuguese village. PapiaKristang is the main language spoken by the people and the culture practiced is very 
unique and different from the majority culture. PapiaKristang (PK), or Malacca Creole Portuguese, is the 
language of the descendants of the Portuguese who conquered Malacca in 1511 and it has been spoken by the 
Kristang speech community.  
However, Hancock (1973) has explicitly listed PapiaKristang as one of the dying languages. The future of PK 
as early as the seventies suggests that the language shift of PK (to English) had already been taking place but this 
shift was unnoticed by the community then. By 1984, he confirmed the status of PK as endangered and listed it 
on the UNESCO Red Book of Endangered Languages. This paper discusses the awareness, response, and aspects 
of maintenance of Kristang, and its prospects for survival.  
 
1.1 Research Objectives 
  
 The objectives of the research are:  
      1.   to establish the factors for the language shift of PK 
      2.   to analyze the community’s response to its language endangerment  
 
1.2 Research Questions 
 
      1.   What are the factors for PK language shift? 
      2.   How is the community responding to its language endangerment? 
 
 
2.0 Literature review 
 
The Portuguese descendants who remained in Malacca after the Dutch captured the state lived in various parts 
of Malacca. In 1926, during British rule of Malaya (now Malaysia), the British High Commissioner set aside a 
twenty-eight acre plot of land for the Malacca-Portuguese community that ‘their cultural heritage be preserved’ 
(Sta Maria, 1994). The settlement became known as The Portuguese Settlement, the streets in the Settlement 
carry Portuguese names in honour of their seafaring Portuguese ancestors and a Regedor (Headman) is in charge 
of the welfare of its residents. To date, the Portuguese Settlement (PS) comprises a hundred and ten houses and is 
the core of Kristang culture and activities. Although diminishing in numbers, the PS contains some of the oldest 
and most fluent speakers of the Kristang Creole and thus is often visited by researchers researching on Kristang 
matters.  
 
As early as the 1800s, linguists have shown interest in the Portuguese-based creoles of the Malayo-
Portuguese group. Coelho (1882) studied Java Creole Portuguese while Schuchardt (1891) looked into Singapore 
Creole Portuguese. Both of these Southeast Asian creoles, including the Indonesian varieties which were spoken 
on the islands of Sumatra, Java, Flores, Timor, Celebes, Ambon and Ternate in the Moluccas, are closely related 
to PapiaKristang (PK) or Malacca Creole Portuguese, the Portuguese creole spoken by the Kristang speech 
community at the Portuguese Settlement till the time when this research was undertaken.  
 
According to Baxter (1995), although its pronunciation and the bulk of its rules of grammar are very close to 
local colloquial Malacca Malay, the vocabulary of PK is 95% Portuguese-derived and generally quite 
recognizable to speakers of European Portuguese. While the largest proportion of lexical items is traceable to 
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Portuguese and some of the vocabulary is identifiable with modern Metropolitan Portuguese, many PK words are 
archaic or originate from dialects of old Portuguese. Baxter and de Silva (2004) highlight that although PK is 
derived from older varieties of Portuguese; it is not Portuguese or a variety of Portuguese but rather a language in 
its own right – a Creole language. 
 
Hancock’s (1973) explicit listing of the threats against the future of PK as early as the seventies suggests that 
the language shift of PK (to English) had already been taking place but may not have been noticed much by the 
community then. By the time Baxter completed his research on the grammar of PK in 1984, he confirmed the 
status of PK as endangered and listed it on the UNESCO Red Book of Endangered Languages, having observed 
that not all Creoles know PK and that various domains of PK language use have already disappeared or were in 
the process of disappearing. According to Baxter’s (1996) map of Portuguese and Creole Portuguese in the Asia 
Pacific region, PK is dying due to the receding use of the language in the community. Kristang families with 
higher socioeconomic status normally communicate in English even with members of the family, as they regard 
Kristang as a low prestige language (Baxter, 1988). English is replacing Kristang as the language of the 
community while Bahasa Malaysia (standard Malay), which is the national language of the country, language of 
public administration 
 
Previous studies by Nunes (1996), David and Noor (1999), Sudesh (2000) and Lee (2004) indicate 
tremendous shift from Kristang to English as many members of the Malacca Portuguese community perceived 
English to be more prestigious compared to their mother tongue. Nunes (1996) recorded quite an alarming result 
regarding the perception of Kristang language among the natives especially the younger generation ranging from 
age 16 to 30 years old who found their mother tongue, Kristang to have a lower status than English, their 
preferred language. Meanwhile, David and Noor’s study (1999) revealed that 72.6% of respondents claimed that 
Kristang is their mother tongue while 20.9% indicated that it was English. However, it is trivial as only 46% 
claimed to be fluent in Kristang while 62.9% claimed that they were fluent in English. This is further echoed by 
Sudesh’s (2000) study, which showed that the majority of the respondents considered English to be the most 
important language and Malay was considered the second most important language. These studies share similar 
patterns in the findings as it is evident that the older generations use Kristang in their daily life conversation 
while the younger generations opt for other languages, namely English and Malay. 
 
Moreover, intermarriage with other ethnic groups speeds the process of language shift and threats the survival 
of the language. From David and Noor (1999) and Lee (2004), intermarriage is significant amongst the Kristang. 
In David and Noor (1999) from the total number of 120 households, 62 are surveyed to have 20% of married 
couples of mixed origins. While, most recent surveys by Lee (2004) reported that 85 households found 22 non-
Kristang spouses who are predominantly female. Most of them understand Kristang but do not speak the 
language which resulted to 86.45 not using the language with the children. This situation suggests that the 
intermarriage with other ethnic groups contributes to the decline of the language use, causing the shift of mother 
tongue among the young generation. It is a matter of time before the language totally shifts away from Kristang 
to English, unless the community adopts an active stance towards maintaining and preserving their mother 
tongue.   
 
2.1 Framework for the study 
  
The framework of the study relied heavily on the concept of ethnolinguistic vitality (EV).The concept was 
first proposed by Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977: 308) to refer to “that which makes a group likely to behave as 
a distinctive and collective entity within the inter-group setting.” Vitality, or the propensity to turn to each other 
rather than act individually, sets the basis for the group's ability to survive as an active and distinctive group. RE
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Naturally the more vitality an ethnolinguistic group possesses, the more likely its chances of surviving and 
maintaining its language and culture as an exclusive group in a multilingual setting. A socio-psychological aspect 
was added to EV in the Subjective Vitality Questionnaire (SVQ) by Bourhis, Giles and Rosenthal (1981). The 
SVQ takes into consideration the subjective ethnolinguistic vitality (SEV) of the group as it looks into how group 
members perceive their own group and outgroups on vitality items; this is significant since a group’s perceptions 
of the objective vitality factors are equally important in shaping (language) behaviour at the individual level.  
 
Within the macroscopic model of bilingualism by Allard and Landry (1986), the concept of subjective 
ethnolinguistic vitality (SEV) is formulated as a set of beliefs which: (i) can better explain the attitudes of 
minority group members toward the use of their mother tongue as well as their motivations to learn and maintain 
it, and (ii) is a very good predictor of language behavior. As the SVQ differentiates well between in-and-out 
group vitality but not vitality differences within a group, Allard and Landry (1986) refined it by adding four types 
of beliefs that could predict behavior, namely non-self-beliefs (general beliefs “About how things are” and 
normative beliefs “What should exist”) and self-beliefs (personal beliefs “About one’s own behavior” and goal 
beliefs “About one’s desire to behave in a particular way”). In their study, Allard and Landry (1992) found that 
self (personal and goal) beliefs are better predictors of language behavior because self-beliefs are more strongly 
related to language use. Accordingly, by analyzing the attitude and the subjective ethnolinguistic vitality (SEV) 
of the community, we can explore the link between the sociological (collective) and the socio-psychological 
(individual) accounts of language, ethnicity and intergroup behavior of the community. In short, sociolinguistic 
processes affect attitudes and language choice and use, which in turn are reflected in the maintenance or shift of 
the language. There is crucial interaction between macro and micro variables which impacts the long term 
viability of the minority language (Grenoble and Whaley, 1998). 
 
3.0 Methodology 
 
This study is basically a qualitative research with the aim to investigate the awareness of the language shift 
situation among the community. This research was also conducted to observe the maintenance of PapiaKristang 
language used among the younger generation of the Malacca Portuguese community. The sample involved in this 
study was through simple random sampling among the Malacca Portuguese community. This research was 
conducted with the various sections of the community which consists of the community leaders, ordinary 
members of the community and the younger members of the community. 
 
The instruments that were used in this study are interview and observation. A semi-structured interview 
consisting five questions was conducted and the participants were interviewed face-to-face. This interview was to 
gain further insights of the community awareness of the language shift situation within their community. The 
interview was also to uncover the community’s practice of life and culture which eventually helps them to 
preserve and maintain the use of PapiaKristang in the community. Meanwhile, the observation took place in a 
school attended by the community’s children. The observation was to investigate the younger members of the 
community in their daily communication activities both in the classroom and during recess time. The instruments 
of the study were carried out in two separate visits. The first visit was the visit to the community’s village and 
meeting their leader. The interview session was recorded for analysis. The second visit was the visit to the school 
attended by the community’s children. Random Malacca Portuguese students were observed in their natural 
situation. This documentation was to discover their daily communication among their friends and whether they 
maintain the use of PapiaKristang outside their home. The documented and coded raw data collected was 
analysed using Content Analysis.  
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4.0 Findings 
 
In this chapter, the result of the findings is presented. Based on the research, there are three major findings of 
the Language Loss in PapiaKristang issue. The findings could be divided into three subheadings: the signs of 
language loss, the factors that underlie language loss, and the community’s reactions to the loss.  
 
Below are the codes used in the study. The interviewees ranged from Local Community (LC) and Students 
(S).  
 
Code  
 
LC1M    Local Community 1, male  
LC2M    Local Community 2, male  
LC3M    Local Community 3, male  
LC1F     Local Community 1, female  
LC2F     Local Community 2, female  
 
(All students were female) 
S1          Student 1 
S2          Student 2 
S3          Student 3 
S4          Student 4 
S5          Student 5 
S6          Student 6 
S7          Student 7 
 
4.1 Signs of language loss in PK 
 
There are many signs of language loss in PapiaKristang in Malaccan Portuguese community but the most 
significant would be its lexicon, semantic and proficiency. 
 
a) Lexicon 
Younger generations of Portuguese community in Malacca simply code-switch or code mix to 
accommodate the speaker or interlocutor they are communicating with, or when they do not know the 
meaning in PapiaKristang. For example, one of the interviewees said  
 
“Sometimes I call the teacher as ‘teacher,’ sometimes I call ‘cikgu. I don’t know what ‘cikgu’ is in 
Portuguese’” 
     (S1: 11-13) 
 
b) Semantic Shift 
There are words in PapiaKristang that have had transformation in meaning or simply lost the meaning. High 
proficiency speakers of PapiaKristang (especially the older generations) believe that the new generations of 
PapiaKristang speakers are incapable of distinguishing differences in meaning of homophone’s lexicons. It is 
undeniable that there are speakers who could distinguish the differences but they do not bother to employ the 
proper form in their discourse. For instance, one of the students said; 
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“I’m confused with words like Portre, Portra, Porta. They sound the same. I don’t know what it is. Just use it. 
I know Portre is door. Porta and Porte are just the same. I don’t know.”  
    (S4: 37-40) 
c) Decrease in Proficiency Across Age 
It is found out that the younger generations of Portuguese community in Malacca were not able to 
comprehend certain vocabularies uttered by the older generation. It is also uncovered that they could 
understand the language but were incapable to utilize some parts of the language. For example, an elderly 
woman was observed as saying; 
 
“Eh, go call you brother lah,” (after muttering in PapiaKristang which is non-understandable to the child) 
     (LC1F: 50-52) 
 
Apart from that, the members of the society correlated the generational gap with the lack of proficiency in 
PapiaKristang. For example,  
 
“My parents could speak more Kristang than I do; I speak better than my kid. My kids’ kids would speak 
lesser, I know.” 
(LC3M: 30-33) 
 
4.2 Factors underlying language loss in PK 
 
The interviews have revealed a number of factors that contribute to language loss in PK. The first factor is 
mix marriage. As the community matures together with the Malaysian multicultural society, there has been a high 
tolerance as to whom their life partner will be. They do not mind having to share a life with a person of different 
background, race, and even religion. One of the participants reiterated; 
 
“There are families here sharing a home but committing to different religions. I’ve seen Hindus and Christian 
getting married, and then one of the family members married a Muslim,... it doesn’t matter,...as long as you 
respect each other. 
(LC1M    : 89-93) 
 
 Besides that, the Portuguese also migrate due to jobs opportunity. Employment that offers better 
remuneration package has attracted them to seek career elsewhere. Lack of interaction using PK that resulted 
from migration has thus, been the factor of language loss. One of the participants reiterated; 
 
“Actually, we lost a lot of people through migration. Firstly, because of finding our life partner... Secondly, to 
find job that offer better salary. Hence, they have to migrate.” 
 
   (LC1M    : 45-49) 
 
In addition, the language loss also occurred as there is no standard reference for PK. PK has been passed on 
from the older to the younger generation by only using it at home in daily conversations. Lack of documentation 
of the language in written form has contributed in language loss because there is no standardization and the 
younger generation are not able to use it as a reference. The only written documentation they have is when 
Patrick de Silva, one of the community leaders, took the initiative to publish a PK dictionary. When there is no 
documentation and standardization in the language, in times, PK will likely be forgotten.  
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“Nak kata kakan ada, tapi novel tu tak ada la... tapi buku tu tak ada. Kitorang tak tau baca pun, sebab apa? 
Bahasa kita tak pernah ditulis.” 
      
(LC1M    : 16-19) 
 
“We don’t have novels and books in PK. We don’t even know how to read because our language has never 
been written.” 
      
(LC1M    : 16-19) 
 
Furthermore, the younger generation prefers to use English among themselves and sometimes mix it with PK. 
In certain cases, the children understand PK but they are not able to converse in PK. From these, it can be seen 
that PK spoken by the younger generation has decreased. On the other hand, there is lack of support from the 
government to promote and uphold the language. Limited budget is allocated for the Portuguese to maintain their 
culture by the government. Hence, the community is concerned that Portuguese settlement will lose their identity. 
Language loss may occur due to loss of identity. Finally, since PK has been considered as a minority language in 
Malaysia, there is concern that there is lack of awareness about PK as a Portuguese language in the larger 
Malaysian community as well. 
 
 
4.3 Reaction towards PK language loss 
 
There are some actions taken by the involved parties in order to uphold PK language, and the actions came 
from the PK Community, the school and also from the general community. 
 
a)  PK Community 
As for the PK community, there are efforts from the community to revive the language from dying. For 
example, they have published a dictionary on PK language. However this effort does not last long because it was 
published in a small number. Other than that, there is also an effort to maintain the language by having a formal 
PK language class within the community itself. This class was conducted by the people who are originally from 
Portugal and it did not last long. The class was conducted only on short-term basis and did not have vast effect to 
the community as only a small percentage of the community attended the class. 
 
b) School 
In the school, the students are not allowed to use PK because it is strictly prohibited by the school law. The 
only languages that are allowed to be used in school as the medium of communication and learning are Bahasa 
Malaysia and English. In order to make sure that the students do not use PK language, the management has 
introduced the “pay as you speak” rule where the students who speak language other than Bahasa Malaysia and 
English have to pay some amount of money for each word that they utter. 
 
c)  General Community 
For the general community, most Malaysians are still not aware of the existence of PK language. This is 
because of the perception that PK language does not have any significant role in their life except for the PK 
community itself. Other than that, the exposure that has been given to the general community is more into the 
sustainability of the culture rather than focusing on the PK language. Thus there is no significant action or 
response from the people on the dilemma of the dying language.  
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5.0 Discussion 
 
The findings reveal three main aspects vis-à-vis the case of language shift in PapiaKristang community which 
are the signs of language loss in PapiaKristang, the factors and reactions towards the language loss issue. These 
three aspects are the core indicators in delineating the issue of language shift in PapiaKristang community. 
 
The theory of Ethnolinguistic Vitality (EV) by Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977), emphasized that the higher 
the vitality of a community within intergroup setting the higher the chances they have in surviving and 
maintaining their language. This theory is most suitable and precise for minority group such as PapiaKristang in 
Malacca.  
 
In relation to the findings from the respondents, it can be ascertained that PapiaKristang is going through the 
language shift process and its rate is gradually increasing as the number of proficient speakers of PapiaKristang 
are decreasing. From this, it can be said that their language vitality too is unlikely to be strong. The younger 
generations have difficulties in distinguishing some of the words of PK and they would rather code switch and 
code mix rather than using full PK while the older generations use mostly PK in their daily conversation. This 
finding is similar to Saadiah (2011) in her study, where the factor of having proficiency in the language plays a 
vital role in language choice and this is decreasing among young generations.  
 
Furthermore, from the observation in the home and family domain, the use of PapiaKristang has been noted to 
be less significant as it is evident that the language was only used by the parents or the elderly. While the 
youngsters’ speech mostly ranges from, PK, English and Malay or code switched version of the three languages. 
This situation can be related with Landweer (2008) proposition based on Fishman (1972) domains of language 
use that the last indicator of language loss or shift would be of home and family domains. If the language is only 
being used by the parents to their children within this domain, the shift is likely to happen in a fast rate.  
 
In addition, Veltman (1983) in his study suggests that the language used by parents has the strongest impact 
on the children, thus parents plays an important role in contributing to the maintenance of the language itself. 
Moreover, the reactions from the community itself confirmed Crystal’s (1992) that the feelings and outlook 
people have towards a variety of languages will determine their preference regarding the choice. This is in line 
with the notions of Subjective Vitality in EV that a group perceptions and attitudes towards their language are 
important in determining their vitality. The PK community are mostly aware of the alarming condition of their 
language as efforts have been made to preserve and maintain the language from being loss over time; however it 
is not done consistently and systematically. This affects the continuance of support by the native speakers of PK 
itself, along with the lack of awareness of the PK language among the general community. Based on EV, support 
from the government, media and public community is very important in continuing the survival of endangered 
language as this allows it to propel outside its own community. Thus slows down the process of language loss 
and language death. 
 
 
6.0 Conclusion 
 
In short, to understand the Kristang community’s awareness and responses to its endangered language 
situation, one needs to take into consideration the socio-historical, socio-political, and socio-economic context of 
the minority group. 
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In most speech communities, language is often closely bonded with the identity of the community. For the 
older Kristangs, speaking PK is part of the identity of being a Kristang, and the sense of being Portuguese. 
However, for the younger generation, the sense of belongingness and identity through language is decreasing. 
They seem to have a lack of appreciation towards their ancestral roots and this affects their usage of PK. The 
finding and discussion of the paper have also pointed that the usage is affected by mix-marriage, migration and 
lack of standardization. As a result, the use of PK became more and more meaningless and hence endangered 
now.  
 
Therefore, it is suggested that the Malacca Portuguese community, the schools, the government and the 
Malaysian community as a whole take actions to preserve and uphold the language. The usage of PK should be 
wider, and not only limited to home and family domain. The younger generation should also be instilled with the 
value of identity and love towards their own language. The schools could also help by granting Portuguese 
students the privilege to use PK in school through clubs. Within the PK club, these pupils can use PK freely and 
they can also share the vocabularies in PK with their friends. The PK club can also be a platform for the pupils to 
introduce their language and culture to their teachers and friends from different races. Lastly, the government and 
the media should generate more exposure about the community and PK to the people. The media can produce a 
documentary about them and their language make Malaysians aware of the existence of PK. The media could 
also kick-start a revitalization of the language to uphold the use of PK in the community. It is hoped that 
everyone will play their part as PK is indeed a national treasure. 
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